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Gilded Age Politics

Early Reform
Pre-Civil War Reform Movements



Second Great Awakening




Free will to reform one’s life


Reform movements




Abolitionism




Temperance




Women’s movement

Early Gilded Age Moral Reform



Based on reform Protestantism





Reform individuals and society



Why need for reform?




Social changes





Industrialization





Urbanization





Immigration

These led to social instability such as crime, vice, and disease


Reform organizations




YMCA and the Salvation Army to bring religion to the streets




New York Society for the Suppression of Vice




WCTU





Continuation of temperance movement





Intimately associated with the women’s movement

Temperance and women’s movements one in the same…they are joined at the hip





Why?







Women are basis of social behavior

Frances Willard made the organization a powerful lobbying force in governments

Early Gilded Age Political Reform



Political reform also motivated by social and economic changes in the US




Urbanization and boss-run political machines





Paternalism

Bosses handed out favors in return for political support

The problem with boss rule was that is did not offer long term programs that encouraged constituents to sacrifice for the benefit of all

It undermined society then




The spoils system was also something in need of reform




Had existed since time of Jackson

Again it was short sighted and did not encourage restraint for the benefit of all


It actually contributed to corruption

As government grew the spoils system hindered the ability of the government to serve the people’s needs



Both of these problems were dealt with through civil service reform

Civil service reform undermined the ability of bosses to hand out patronage and politicians to selfishly favor party over common interests

Republican reformers called Mugwumps led the way to civil service reform


Urban educated professionals with Puritan heritage

They favored a merit system to undermine the spoils system and urban bosses




These reformers worked on the local scene first

The national government saw civil service reform begin in 1871 with the establishment of the Civil Service Commission

Ultimately it took the Pendleton Act of 1883 to make the Civil Service Commission permanent

Civil service became professionalized in the name of reform and efficiency

The Effect of Reform on Government and Politics
The Growth of Bureaucracy

Civil service reform contributed to the growth of bureaucracy in local, state, and national government

The bureaucracy of government grew as governments responded to the demands of various constituencies

This initially occurred on the local level

Governments were getting involved in areas they had never been involved in before





City services






Lighting






Sewage






Police and fire protection




This intervention set the foundation for greater action later on

And it contributed to the need to coordinate local and state policies and bureaucracies

This is what ultimately contributed to the growth of the national bureaucracy

The Growth of Government

Government grew as it became more involved in the bureaucracy of regulation

The government’s regulation of railroads initially contributed to this process on a national level

Massachusetts led he nation in railroad regulation with a railroad commission

This early commission only gave advice to the railroads


Rates, standards (air brakes), etc

Illinois led the way in actually putting the force of law behind their regulations

By 1897, 28 states had railroad commissions, most following the example of Illinois


State regulations made national regulation more acceptable

In 1887 the government set up the Interstate Commerce Commission to investigate abuses in rate discrimination and banned pools

The commission also decided which rates were unfair

The point is that growing bureaucracy and regulatory commissions inflated the size and responsibility of government at the time

Political Realignment



Political realignment begins to take shape in the 1880s

Interest group politics began to undermine the old Civil War/Reconstruction Democratic and Republican Party system

Reform played a role in this as various moral issues cut across old party lines

But it was the issue of the tariff that really exposed cracks in the old system

Southern businessmen began to waver in favor of Republicans’ strong tariff stance
New England farmers began to favor the Democratic Party on its stance towards reducing the tariff
Farmers’ Revolt
Source of Farmers’ Problems

Decline in commodity prices 1870-1898

Overproduction


Increased foreign competition

Railroads



Resentment of railroads




High rates




No alternate transportation


High tariffs



Protect manufacturers from foreign competition



Factory goods bought by farmers artificially high




Hampers imports




Hampers exports

Makes it harder for foreigners to buy American commodities


Debt



Tenancy and crop liens



Mortgages




Cover the costs of land and machinery


Deflation



Tight money supply




High interest rates




Decrease of currency in circulation





Decreased 10% 1865-1890



Fixed rates of coinage




Mint Act of 1792





Set ratio of silver to gold at 15 to 1

Means 15 times the amount of silver to equate the value of 1 unit of gold per dollar





Not flexible






Can’t adjust to market values

Contributed to taking money out of circulation

People cease to coin their gold and silver

Congress changed the fixed rate of exchange in 1837 to 16 to 1

In the meantime the value of silver rose on the open market due to supply an demand

People stopped minting silver

Eventually silver was taken out of circulation

In 1873 Congress dropped the unused provision for the coinage of silver

Unfortunately the production of silver increased






Value of silver dropped

People later denounce the 1873 act by congress as the Crime of 73


Economic troubles caused by Panic of 1873


Deflation

Suspicion grew of conspiracy

Bankers and merchants are thought to conspire to control supply of money

Bland-Allison Act of 1878 forced the treasury to buy silver and coin it into dollars

Sherman Silver Purchase Act of 1890 also provided for the government to buy silver but didn’t have a provision for coinage

These acts did little to offset deflation and cause inflation

Farmers’ Movements

Granger movement


Patrons of Husbandry



Grange


Began as a response to farmers social and educational isolation


Promoted farmer owned cooperatives



Cut costs



Freed farmer from traditional marketplaces


Became involved in state and local politics




State regulation of rates





Railroad rates





Warehouse rates






Munn v. Illinois (1877)

States have the right to regulate property involved in public interest


Farmers Alliance



Began in Texas



Address hardships created by




Indebtedness




Declining prices




Droughts



Established the Alliance Exchange




Free from banks and middlemen




Based on warehouses where crops were stored





Farmers could get credit on stored crops



Farmers’ Alliance organizations




A national movement




Strongest in the South





Also a Colored Alliance

The most important institution established by the Alliance was the cooperatives

Failure

Inexperienced management


Overextended credit


Discriminated against by:



Wholesalers



Railroads



Bankers

A major political idea supported by the Alliance was the Subtreasury plan

Crop storage in government warehouses

Allowed farmers to obtain loans

Loans up to 80% of crop value at 1% interest

This plan was to give farmers credit and also allowed farmers to hold crops until price rose





The aim was to promote inflation






Loans would be made in legal tender notes

Alliance members ultimately turn to politics to push the subtreasury plan in congress

The Peoples’ Party


A new political party formed



Supported by:




Farmers




Workers




Reform organizations



Receives relatively little Southern support




Southerners tended to remain loyal to the Democratic Party



First meet in Cincinnati in 1891

By 1892 the Party begins to exert its national political influence at St. Louis convention

Candidates chosen to rum for office

Demanded subtreasury

Free and unlimited coinage of silver at 16 to 1

Increase of money in circulation

Graduated income tax

Nationalization of railroads and telegraph and telephone system

Eight hour workday

Immigration restrictions

Politics Transformed in the 1890s
A Reformed Political Process


Political realignment accelerated in the 1890s



The Populist movement contributed to this realignment

They sought to rearrange the American system as it had developed after the Civil War in order to reform it as it was prior to the War
Voters should choose senators

Secret ballot


Both reforms were to take corruption out of politics

Referendum
Recall


Would allow political power to return to the people

Public service business should be publicly owned


Railroads


Telegraph


Telephone

Banks control over money must be broken


Postal savings banks


Subtreasury

Coinage of silver

Colored Farmer’s Alliance


Black and white political cooperation in the South


Democrats like Republicans earlier begin to move towards reform

Reform issues were taken up by some Democrats and they challenged conservatives influence in the party

In the South part of this political reform was based on eliminating black social advancement and political influence

Poll tax

Grandfather clause

Segregation




Re-form Southern society


Real political reform came in the form of the Australian ballot




Massachusetts first




States regulate ballots




States print official ballot





Qualifications set to get on the ballot



The effects:





Encouraged split ticket voting






Voters became more independent

It made it easier for the major parties fend off third parties
But it increased the major parties competition for voters

Also began to erode the traditional nature of voting and party affiliation

But it also began the process of removing party organizations from dominating politics and giving the people more influence

Election of 1896

Depression of 1893



Increased general anxiety in U.S.



Populists made gains at polls in 1894 congressional elections




Pullman Strike

J.P. Morgan acquired control over many railroads




Many social reform movements are founded and expand


By election of 1896 Populists are strengthened

Republicans continued to be for continuation of gold standard, or “sound money”

Democrats split between:

Pro-gold Democrats

Pro-silver Democrats

Nominate William Jennings Bryan as candidate


From Nebraska


Sympathetic with farmer’s plight

Populists

Fuse with Democrats


Agree with silver Democrats

This position ultimately leads to Republican victory and destruction of the Populist Party and movement

From this time the reform movement then shifts to urban, industrial, professional, and middle class America

The New Reformers


Reform shifted in the 1890s

With the economic crisis of the 1890s and the Populist movement, more and more people came to believe that they system needed reform

These new reformers were basically urban middle class professionals

Like the agrarians they focused on political corruption and moral breakdown

This had been something developing among the middle classes since the Civil War

The old Mugwumps and prohibitionists focused on administration, regulation, and morals

A new reform movement emerged in the 1890 that complimented the old movement
Urban professional reformers became activists in social reform




They expanded reform into all aspects of society





Paving streets





Building parks





Libraries





Local ownership of utilities





Provided work for jobless




Provided shelter to homeless

Pressure to stop selling goods made with child labor

Curfews


These new reformers became the basis of the Progressive Era
